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It has been often and correctly observed that when The 

Afternoon of a Faun came into being nothing remotely like 

it existed in music. We tend to forget this, for Debussy has 

been absorbed, bone and marrow, into our musical thinking 

and hearing. Even the electronic composers owe him a debt 

of gratitude. But imagine what it must have been like to have 

been seated in the Salle d'Harcourt, 40 Rue Rochechouart, 

Brussels, on the evening of March 1, 1894—the program with 

Mallarme's poem in it lying open in the lap—eyes clouded 

with the poet's uncanny vision-—and then, miracle of miracles, 

that opening flute strain, sinking and rising in its warm, 

voluptuous, lazy curve. Though the audience could not know 

it, that unaccompanied flute was blowing away the accumu¬ 

lated dust and detritus of three generations grown fat on 

turgid rhetoric. That night Pan's pipes dealt a blow to Meyer¬ 

beer, Gounod, Thomas and Co. from which that once-mighty 

cartel has never recovered. And we are the better for it. 

But first night audiences are notoriously lacking in histori¬ 

cal vision. There are conflicting reports about what happened 

at the premiere, but an eye-witness account by Camille Mau- 

clair, a poet and disciple of Mallarme, is probably accurate 

enough: "I was present near Mallarme... And we left struck 

with consternation by the hisses of a public which denounced 

this music, so volatile that one scarcely hears its adorable 

murmuring, as lacerating to the ears." Such reactions to such 

music are not only inevitable but healthy. Musical taste does 

not thrive on placid receptivity. It needs to be stretched and 

pulled every now and then, and the process hurts. For The 

Afternoon of a Faun the pain was brief, and soon, as Mauclair 

remarks, it was receiving ovations in numberless concerts all 
over the world. 

Mallarme's poem defies translation, but it is certainly not 

the "famous miracle of unintelligibility" that an early critic 

called it. Edmund Gosse's well-known paraphrase, despite 

independent literary distinction, is too timid of phrase either 

to reflect Mallame or explain Debussy. The following precis, 

inadequate though it is, may help in the latter task: 

A faun—half man, half goat—finds himself, at hot noon, lying 
amidst a brake of roses. He has had a dream—or was he dreaming? 
The eyes of the first were blue and cold as weeping springs. The 
second moaned like a sultry wind upon his flanks. No, those 
nymphs were real, for not a sound stirs the heavy Sicilian air— 
neither of moving waters nor of wind. He lifts his twin pipes and 
lets loose an arid rain of music. And he remembers white flesh 
resting idly by the water—not swans but naiads who took mad 
flight at the first warning notes of his reed. 

There were two, though, whose sleep remained unbroken. He lifted 
them, twined in each other's arms, and carried them to this clump 
of roses where their play might be rose-colored and rose-perfumed. 
Ah, the virginal fury, the flesh recoiling at touch of his fiery lips! 
From the elder nymph's feet to the panting heart of the younger 
bis kisses banished innocence; he saw it die from their eyes. But 
he grew too certain of their quelled fears, too proud of their yield¬ 
ing. Letting go the hand of one, he buried his suppressed laughter 
in the other's breasts when—treacherous, deaf to his sobbing— 
both slipped from him. 

No matter. Others will come, binding his horns with their long 
hair, dragging him to amorous kisses. Desire, that bursts the pome¬ 
granate for the thirsting bee, lets loose the blood to passion's 

flooding tide. It is hot now but the evening will be gold and ashen 
and Venus will walk the slopes of Etna, as is her wont, treading 
the spent lava. To hold the goddess, in spite of chastisement! 

His heavy body sinks under the conquering blaze of noon. Illusion 
and truth are a slumbrous blur. Through parted lips he drinks in 
memory like wine, seeking the ghosts those nymphs already are. 

The three Nocturnes (the two most popular of which are 

recorded here) were composed between 1893 and 1899. All 

were originally conceived for solo violin and orchestra, but 

Debussy's ideas about them underwent a considerable change 

during the long period of their ingestion. They finally emerged 

as some of his strongest and most characteristic orchestral 

music. Even the murmuring choral voices in the final nocturne, 

Sirenes, merge into the orchestral texture. 

"Nuages," in the composer's own words, represents "the 

unchanging aspect of the sky, witfi the slow and melancholy 

passage of the clouds dissolving in a gray vagueness tinged 

with white." With seemingly inexhaustible harmonic fecun¬ 

dity, Debussy lets us "hear" the deliberate billowing of clouds 

that melt together or drift apart, awesome, incorporeal. 

"Fetes," despite its radically different atmosphere, has in 

common with "Nuages" a concern for the changing aspects of 

light as mirrored by orchestral sound. Debussy's eye does not 

focus on the festival itself, but on the impression of the bril¬ 

liant atmosphere surrounding it. He wanted to capture, as he 

said, "the restless dancing rhythms of the atmosphere, inter¬ 

spersed with abrupt scintillations." Even when fanfares an¬ 

nounce an approaching processional, midway in the Nocturne, 

the pageant is "wholly visionary—passing through and blend¬ 

ing with the revelry... luminous dust participating in the 
universal rhythm." 

]eux (1912) is the only ballet score that Debussy com¬ 

pleted and orchestrated by himself. The dance always fasci¬ 

nated him and he projected half a dozen ballets that never 

materialized. Le Martyre de Saint Sehastien (1911) was written 

for the dancer Ida Rubinstein but can hardly be considered a 

ballet. Two other choreographic works, Khamma (1912) and 

La boite a joujoux (1913) were finished in piano score by 

Debussy but orchestrated by other hands, and neither of them 

came to performance during the composer's lifetime. 

The scenario and choreography of Jeux were created by 

Vaslav Nijinsky, who danced the role of the young man at the 

Theatre de Champs-Elysees, May 15, 1913. Debussy did not 

especially admire Nijinsky and had referred to his choreo¬ 

graphy of UApres-Midi d'un faune as ''ugly—Dalcrozian, in 

fact." But Nijinsky was the darling of Paris and Debussy the 

practical musician was not blind to the value of his participa¬ 

tion. The ballet had only a mild success, however, and was 

permanently shelved soon after its premiere. Debussy's music 

is occasionally given a concert performance but despite its 

charm and originality has not yet become a favorite of the 
concert-going public. 

Stravinsky has gone on record as an admirer of ]eux, which 

Debussy played for him at the time of its composition. This 

is not surprising. Stravinsky's own Sacre du printemps was 

performed at the same theater a mere two weeks after Jeux 

and both works have a good deal in common technically. 

although emotionally they are worlds apart. Both are boldly 

free in their treatment of harmony and both make use of 

polytonality. Strings of major and minor seconds are intro¬ 

duced as casually into Jeux as they are introduced deliberately 

and iconoclastically into Le Sacre. In the prelude to the 

Debussy score there appears a progression of chords composed 

of all the notes of the whole-tone scale; nothing in Stravin¬ 

sky's more famous ballet is—extrinsically at least—more radi¬ 

cal. Despite externals, however, the fact remains that Le Sacre 

is as megalithic and violent in effect as Joyce's Ulysses, Jeux 

as brittle and light-textured as Apollinaire's Alcools. 

The scene of Debussy's ballet is a garden at evening. Two 

girls and a young man have been playing tennis and are 

pretending to search for their lost tennis ball. In reality, their 

"jeux" (sport or game) is more amorous than athletic. While 

large electric lights illuminate part of the scene, leaving part 

in darkness, they have a game of hide and seek. The jealousy 

of the two girls and the attentions of the young man lead to 

quarrels which in turn lead to reconciliations and embraces. 

Someone in the shadows throws out another ball but the three, 

losing interest in the match and not wanting to be spied on, 

disappear into the dark of the garden. Nijinsky's scenario and 

treatment were risque for 1913 and Debussy had some diffi¬ 

culty with the ending of the ballet, wishing to make it sug¬ 

gestive but not too suggestive. He finally achieved the effect 

he wanted and wrote to his publisher, with characteristic 

irony, that the prima ballerina would pirouette so prettily at 

the end that all impropriety would escape through her toes. 

David Johnson 

Leonard Bernstein combines the altogether extraordinary 

talents of composer, pianist, conductor and commentator, yet 

it is essentially his imaginative interpretation and ability to 

communicate that earn him a unique status in the world of 

music. He is possibly the most far-ranging among contempor¬ 

ary conductors. His interpretatons have illuminated every 

period and aspect of the orchestral repertory, from pre-Bach 

to post-Webern. He is also a gifted conductor of opera. 

Bernstein is the composer of such notable symphonies as 

Jeremiah and The Age of Anxiety (ML 4325), which was also 

staged as a ballet, and of the highly acclaimed Serenade for 

Violin Solo, Strings and Percussion (ML 5144). For the 

theater, he has composed Fancy Free (CL 920), one of the most 

popular ballets of all time, the opera. Trouble in Tahiti; musi¬ 

cal scores for On the Town (OL 5540/OS 2028^), \Nonderful 

Town (OL 5360/05 2008^). Candide (OL 5180) and West Side 

Story (OL 5230/05 2001^^). His score for the motion picture. 

On the Waterfront (ML 5651/M5 6251’''), was nominated for 
an Academy Award. 

Recently he has become a best-selling author, with The 

Joy of hAusic, a series of witty dissertations on various aspects 

of musical thought, including his television scripts. Mr. Bern¬ 

stein continues his series of award-winning appearances on 

television with the New York Philharmonic Previews and the 
Young People's Concerts. 
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